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Abstract 
Women’s education has been recognized as one of the most important factors in 
development. Prevalent approaches to assessing equality in education have however 
turned out inefficient to recognize specific constraints that different groups face. 
Simultaneously studies have shown how the fear of suffering sexual assault 
transcends women’s lives making them generally more prone to fear, negatively 
impacting several aspects of their lives. This study analyzes they ways in which the 
fear of crime can be seen to influence women’s capability to be educated in Mexico. 
Through a range of qualitative interviews with female students at the central campus 
of the National Autonomous University of Mexico, it is found that the fear of crime 
influences young women in all spheres of their lives through constrained actions and 
behaviors. It is furthermore found that this behavior is informed and reproduced by 
gender norms, thus naturalizing gender roles and making gender inequalities seem 
inexistent. The study concludes that fear of crime diminishes the agency and freedom 
of female students, as well as curtails behavior in social, political and academic 
aspects of their lives. 
 
 
 
The inferiority [of Mexican women] is constitutional and resides in their sex, their 
submissiveness, which is a wound that never heals. 
- Octavio Paz1, 1985: 30 
                                                
1 Mexican poet and winner of the Nobel Prize in literature; also a former student at UNAM. 
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1. Introduction 
Women’s education has become one of the most prominent features of development 
discourse for the last 20 years (Vaughan, 2007). Education For All has been part of 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) for decades. One of the milestones in 
reaching this goal has been set to be gender equity (Unterhalter & Brighouse, 2007). 
There are however several ways in which gender equity in education can be 
measured. The method most utilized in international policymaking as well as in the 
MDGs focuses on distributive equality; e.g. comparing ratio of enrolment of boys and 
girls in educational institutions (Unterhalter, 2007). This is often linked to an 
egalitarian position aiming towards equal access to and quality of education 
regardless of gender and socio-economic positions. The approach measures education 
as it would measure income, and pays little or no attention to the way in which 
equality is lived and produced within schools (ibid). Nevertheless, equal access for 
boys and girls does not necessarily assure equity, as gendered social norms tend to 
make it more difficult for girls than boys to pursue advanced studies (Robeyns, 2003). 
According to Amartya Sen (1992) inequality should be measured by the potential 
functionings of different people in different societies as a way of understanding the 
range of their capabilities. In this sense there are “systematic disparities in the 
freedoms that men and women enjoy … not reducible to differences in income or 
resources” (Sen, 1992:122). These are present in many spheres of society, such as 
education, in advanced as much as developing societies (ibid). A capability analysis 
of gender equity in education should thus go beyond mere achievements and 
investigate gendered constraints on choice (Robeyns, 2003).  
1.2 Problem Area 
Mexico has long been declared a developed country, as its market economy, which is 
expected to be the 7th largest in the world by 2020, flourishes (DI, n.d.). In the light of 
the country’s success in innovation and economic development, violence against 
women is, among other issues, downplayed (HRW, 2014). Mexico has been known to 
be a dangerous place to be a woman for many years (Olivera, 2006). In a survey 
conducted by the Mexican National Institute for Statistics and Geography (INEGI for 
its Spanish acronym) 63% of women confirmed to have suffered violence (Balderas, 
2015). Nevertheless, it is regarded that only 10% of sexual assaults are reported; a 
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number that added up to 35.285 reports between January 2014 and September 2015 
(Redacción Revolución, 2015). Even though the Mexican government claims to 
confront the problem, measures2 directed at this have merely created a gap between 
law and reality (Amnesty International, 2015a). During an unofficial visit to Mexico 
in 2014, the UN Special Rapporteur, Rashido Manjoo, stated, “violence against 
women is a barrier to effective citizenship” (JASS, 2014). In this sense, the lack of 
security poses an obstacle to the complete access of women to several aspects of civil 
life.  
Despite limiting the access to services and public life, gender violence in public 
spaces tends to be ignored in order to preserve an image of safety (Day, 1994). 
Research has however discovered that, more than the actual risk of suffering crime, 
what affects individual lives is the perceptual risk of crime (Swartz, 2011). Studies on 
the violence against women in public spaces have shown that large amounts of 
women fear participating in daily activities 3  (UN Women, 2013). The fear of 
suffering different types of sexual violence thus reduces the freedom of movement for 
women and girls, as well as their capacity to participate in education and other aspects 
of civil life (ibid). In a school context “the presence of violence (…) may cause 
students to be afraid, which could in turn disrupt their willingness and ability to 
learn” (Swartz, 2011:62). Violence against women in public space relies on gender 
norms that go back to conservative ideas of men and women belonging to respectively 
the public and private sphere (Day, 1994). Even though these are highly outdated, 
they continue to inform current gender norms (ibid). These are often so internalized 
that women tend to have difficulties identifying violent acts (Amnesty International, 
2015b).  
In order to understand the nature of inequalities between men and women in 
education, the capability approach is employed as a framework for understanding the 
implications of fear of crime.  This study seeks to understand the degree to which the 
fear of crime might be constraining women’s complete access to higher education.  
                                                
2Among other measures, the Act on Women’s Access to a Life Free of Violence (LGAMVLV for its 
Spanish acronym), which introduced several systems and mechanisms for the effective protection of 
women, was adopted in 2007. 
3As an example, the UN project “safe cities” is occupied with the design of public spaces that are safe 
for women in several cities of the world. In Kigali, Rwanda, the study found that nearly half of women 
affirmed that they were concerned about going to educational institutions during the day and more than 
half after dark. 
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1.2.1 Research Question 
How does the fear of crime affect women’s capability to be educated in Mexico?  
 
The following working questions will guide the analysis: 
I. How do female students at CU experience security on campus? 
II. To which extent does the fear of crime curtail female students’ educational 
choices? 
III. How can fear of crime contribute to an assessment of gender equity at 
UNAM? 
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2 Context 
This chapter provides the reader with relevant background knowledge about Mexico, 
which will facilitate the understanding of this study, as several findings are highly 
context dependent. The reader is furthermore introduced briefly to the National 
Autonomous University of Mexico, as it was chosen as a case for this study.  
2.1 Violence and patriarchy in Mexico 
Historically the patriarchal culture, today recognized as inherent to Mexican culture, 
has its roots in its Iberian colonial past (Stern, 1997). Patriarchy can be defined as “a 
system of social relations and cultural values whereby; 1) males exert superior power 
over female sexuality, reproductive roles, and labor power; 2) such dominance 
confers both specific services and superior status upon males in their relationships 
with females; 3) authority in family networks is commonly vested in elders and 
fathers, thereby imparting a general as well as sex-based dynamic to social relations; 
and 4) authority in familial cells serves as a fundamental metaphorical model for 
social authority more generally.” (Stern, 1997: 21). This social system determines the 
status, ranking and relationship between men and women (ibid). 
Violence against women can partially be ascribed to the deeply rooted culture of 
machismo, a form of patriarchal system in which the man is regarded powerful and 
simultaneously a predator as well as protector of women (Finkler, 1994). In typical 
households the man would be meant to be the sole supporter, whereas women were 
expected to realize their identity within the private sphere through domestic tasks and 
their role as wives and mothers (Wilson, 2002).  Wilson (2002) explains the concept 
phallocentrism as a phenomenon, which occurs in patriarchal systems when women 
challenge male domination by entering the labor force. As women were disparate 
from traditional forms of protection by male members of the household, they became 
accessible to external male abuse (ibid). They thus became subject to male 
aggressiveness and sexual predation in the public sphere. Violence against women 
developed to be a naturalized and omnipresent part of the Mexican culture inherent in 
identities, symbols and institutions (Olivera, 2006). 
In the present context of the high level of violence and drug war, women occupy a 
particular vulnerable position (UN Women, 2014). In facing the severe human rights’ 
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crisis the gendered perspective has been made invisible and neglected in efforts to 
combat violence. The culture of machismo, combined with high levels of general 
violence and impunity has made up a dangerous cocktail for women across the 
country (ibid). In several occasions Mexico has been known to house some of the 
most dangerous cities in the world to be female; between 1993 and 2005 the US-
border city Ciudad Juarez was known as the “capital of murdered women” (COHA, 
2009) a position now taken over by the state Estado de México, located at the 
periphery of Mexico City (Lakhani, 2015). In 2011 and 2012, 448 women were 
murdered in the state while 1,258 girls and women were reported missing, more than 
half of whom were between 10 and 17 years old (ibid). Violence thus continues to 
pose a severe threat to women all across the country where female murder rates range 
from double to five times higher than the global average (Lewis, 2014). An average of 
7 women are murdered violently4 every day and on national average 6 out of 10 
women suffer some type of violence in the public or private sphere (Amnesty 
International, 2015b). 
2.2 The National Autonomous University of Mexico5 
The Mexican National Autonomous University (UNAM) is not only the largest 
Mexican institution of higher education; with its close to 350,000 students and 460 
years of history it is also a sort of national pride (UNAM, 2008; Notimex, 2014).  The 
University was first founded in 1551 and has contributed to the history and formation 
of the country by playing a central role in a range of important national events 
(UNAM, 2015; Notimex, 2014). The university consists of several small campuses all 
over Mexico, as well as four abroad. Its central campus Ciudad Universitaria (CU in 
the following; Translates: University City) was built in the 1950s at the southern end 
of Mexico City. The UNESCO has recognized it as a World Heritage Site since 2007 
due to its unique architecture and artwork by some of Mexico’s most important 
artists. In its 2.813.399m2 CU houses 14 faculties, 131 libraries, 31 research institutes 
and 23 museums (ibid).  
                                                
4 This number only accounts for the estimated amount of femicides per day – that is, the ”intentional 
murder of women because they are women” (WHO, 2012:1) – and not the total amount of daily female 
homicides. 
5A detailed map of CU is attached in Appendix 1. 
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For some years rates of female enrollment and bachelor graduation have been higher 
than that of men at CU6. Nevertheless, this does not tell us much about the situation of 
women and gender equity within university campus. There is no statistical 
information on crime rates or sexual assault incidences at university. Nevertheless 
popular stories7 and university research8 suggests that security at campus, even more 
so for women, is a problem that needs to be taken care of. 
                                                
6 Information generated upon request on UNAM’s statistical portal at: www.estadistica.unam.mx  
7 Some of these are exposed in interviews and will be uncovered in the analysis of this study. 
8 One example is a 2014 university campaign Equidad de Género en la UNAM, designed to stop sexual 
violence and discrimination against women at university (PUEG, 2014). Another is the research project 
Investigación Diagnóstico para la elaboración de un modelo de UNAM Seguro, an interdisciplinary 
project, including researchers from e.g. gender studies and urban planning, to identify factors 
generating conditions of in/security at CU (PUEC, 2014).   
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3 Literature review 
The following chapter presents relevant literature related to the research field and 
provides the reader with basic knowledge of this. It furthermore lays the foundation 
for the theoretical framework, put forward in the subsequent chapter, and guides parts 
of the analysis.  
3.1 Fear of sexual assault 
On a general basis it is considered that fear of crime is a phenomenon related but 
distinct from crime itself (Swartz et. al., 2011). This is for example supported by the 
fact that more people fear crime than those who experience it first hand. In this sense 
there tends to be a gap between the individual perceptual risk of being a victim of 
crime and the actual risk (ibid). Both over- and underestimating the risk of crime is 
problematic and can be linked to the individual’s physical and social vulnerability. 
While physical vulnerability is regarded physical condition, age and gender, social 
vulnerability concerns race, education and financial position. Studies in fear of crime 
are extensive and range in emphasis from age and gender to lifestyle and prior 
victimization (Swartz, et. al., 2011; Day, 1994; Ferraro, 1996; Fisher & Sloan, 2003; 
Fox et al., 2009).  
A recurrent finding in the field is that women are usually more afraid of suffering 
crime than men, despite the fact that men are more likely to suffer most crimes 
(Ferraro, 1996). In explaining this relationship, scholars developed the term shadow 
of sexual assault (ibid). Rape is the crime most feared by women, a fear present 
throughout their lives (Fisher & Sloan, 2003). It is furthermore estimated that sexual 
assault affects more than 40% of college women (Day, 1994). According to the 
shadow of sexual assault hypothesis women’s high fear of sexual assault influences 
their fear of other crime offenses. As any victimization may involve the risk of sexual 
assault, women’s fear of crime is generally higher than that of men (Truman, 2010). 
Furthermore it has been reported that differences in fear of crime is higher during 
nighttime as women’s fear increases dramatically whereas men’s stay relatively the 
same (Fisher & Sloan, 2003). Fisher & Sloan (2003) tested the shadow of sexual 
assault hypothesis on university students in the US. Their study confirmed the thesis, 
especially in regards to offenses involving face-to-face contact between victims and 
offenders. The study furthermore found that an increased level of constrained 
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behavior due to the fear of crime, worked counterproductively to enhance the feeling 
of security. In this sense constrained behavior has been found to create a vicious circle 
by reinforcing the fear of crime (ibid).  
3.2 The capability approach 
The capability approach was developed by Amartya Sen as a contrast to resource-
based approaches to development (Sen, 1992; Sen, 1999). Rather than focusing on 
economic growth and modernization Sen emphasizes the importance of focusing on 
individual capabilities and freedoms. He thus argues that quality of life cannot be 
judged only by the standard of life, as the control over life and the alternatives that 
people have are crucial to understanding their subjective well-being (Sen, 2004).  
The well-being of a person can be assessed by its functionings (Sen, 1992).  
Constitutive of these is however the capability to function, as it represents the 
combination of “functionings (beings and doings) that the person can achieve” (ibid: 
40). The capability thus reflects a person’s freedom to choose from possible lives; that 
is a person’s freedom to achieve well-being.  
Sen does not provide a list of universal capabilities as he emphasizes the importance 
of democratic deliberation and context-specificity in creating such a list. Different 
cultures have different ways of living and thus value capabilities differently (Hart, 
2013). He nevertheless identifies several basic capabilities, which distinguish certain 
elementary and crucial functionings such as the ability to be nourished, sheltered, 
clothed and educated, avoiding morbidity, being in good health, and being able to 
participate in social interactions without shame (Hart, 2013). Basic capabilities can 
thus be conceptualized as the capability to meet basic needs, and poverty understood 
as basic capability failure (Terzi, 2007). 
3.3 Gender equity in education  
Unterhalter (2007) uses Nancy Fraser’s theory of justice to understanding gender 
equity in education. She links three conceptualizations of gender equity with the three 
types of justice set forward by Fraser: distribution, recognition, and representation. 
Distributive equality, as above mentioned, is the one most commonly used and is 
concerned with equal amounts of education or certificates of equal values for girls and 
boys. Equality of condition on the other hand, focuses on recognition of different 
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conditions for respectively girls and boys (or children from different backgrounds). It 
is regarded problematic that the difference between men and women has been 
naturalized, as they have different points of departure (Unterhalter & Brighouse, 
2007). From this perspective conditions in school should be equalized, rather than 
outcomes or achievements, and forms of empowering children from different 
conditions should be sought for (ibid). Lastly, the capability approach focuses on 
representation and criticizes the disregard of individual effects for the sake of effects 
on community, nation and future generations. This approach seeks to compare the 
space of capabilities and individual freedoms (Vaughan, 2007). Gender in this sense 
is “both a feature of the constraints on a capability set, and also part of the 
negotiations and agency entailed by the notions of capability” (Unterhalter, 2007:90). 
In this sense women in different contexts “do gender” differently. Freedom is central 
to this approach to development “because freedom to think, talk, and act concerning 
what one values [is essential to] (…) human flourishing (ibid: 102).  
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4 Theoretical framework 
4.1 Development as freedom 
Sen regards that the success of a particular society has to be evaluated by the 
substantive freedom of its members (Hart, 2013). In this sense, Sen defines the 
process of development as “expansion of human freedom” (Sen, 2004:75-6). Freedom 
can however not be understood by focusing on achievement. It is not only what a 
person does; it is also the alternatives that he or she has (ibid). It is thus crucial to the 
capability approach to understand the individual’s freedom to expand her or his 
potential as well as the constraints that she or he faces to this (Hart, 2013). Hence, 
“freedom is both the ends and the means of development” (Hart, 2013: 27). 
A distinction between achievement and freedom is thus central to social evaluation. 
Sen distinguished four concepts related to well-being and agency; well-being 
freedom; agency freedom; well-being achievement; and agency achievement (Sen, 
1992).  Well-being freedom is the freedom an individual has to pursue its own well-
being, whereas agency freedom is the freedom of an individual to produce the 
achievements one values. Well-being achievement is the well-being obtained and 
agency achievement is the realization of goals a person values, not necessarily guided 
by this person’s well-being (ibid). It is therefore not enough to consider achievements, 
as it does not fully represent the capability set from which an individual can choose 
(Hart, 2013). In this sense freedom can be conflicting with well-being as an 
individual’s agency freedom can be used to achieve goals that could enhance or 
diminish same the individual’s well-being achievement. (Hart, 2013) 
In order to conceptualize these concepts in an educational context, Vaughan (2007) 
sets up a table with definitions of each of these for respectively the capability to 
education and the capabilities gained through education. These are portrayed in the 
figure below (Vaughan, 2007:119 table 6.1). 
Well-being and agency achievement and freedoms within, and through, formal 
education  
 Capability to participate in 
education 
Capabilities gained through 
education 
Well-being (“Educational well-being”) Contribution of education to 
other capabilities crucial to 
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achievement Attending, participating and 
understanding. Can include 
basic educational skills such 
literacy and numeracy. 
general well-being: e.g., 
employment, health. 
Agency 
achievement 
(“Educational agency”) 
Educational aspects that are 
valued by the individual (e.g., 
attending school, completing 
schoolwork, level of 
achievement in participation, 
attending a particular school, 
studying a particular subject). 
Contribution of education to 
valued functionings and 
capabilities: e.g., employment 
sector, valued level of health, 
political engagement, family 
life. 
Well-being 
freedom 
Ability to choose to attend, 
participate and understand. 
Barriers and constraints to 
this freedom in compulsory 
education. 
Contribution of education to 
the freedom to achieve well-
being and valued functionings 
1) Having a range of skills 
and, therefore, options 
Agency freedom Ability to chose to achieve 
aspects of education valued 
by the individual. 
Barriers and constraints to 
this freedom in compulsory 
education. 
2) Reasoning and autonomous 
thought; choice and 
preference formation: 
-finding out which options are 
available 
-ability to reason about 
options 
-knowledge of how to 
overcome constraints to 
options 
 
As central to this idea, Sen identifies five instrumental freedoms, which are believed 
to further capabilities to be developed: political freedoms, economic facilities, social 
opportunities, transparency guarantees and protective security (Sen, 1999). These 
different freedoms strengthen one another (ibid). Thus “(w)ith adequate social 
opportunities, individuals can effectively shape their own destiny and help each other 
(ibid: 11) . Social opportunities refer to social arrangements for e.g. education, which 
enhances the individual’s participation in economic and political activities. These 
contribute directly to the quality of life.  
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4.2 The capability to be educated 
Education lies at the center of the capability approach, as the capabilities that adults 
enjoy are conditioned through education (Hart, 2013). Education can thus enhance or 
in some cases restrict capabilities9. The capability to be educated is essential in this 
sense as it determines future capabilities. A lack of opportunity to be educated thus 
harms or disadvantages the individual in the future (Terzi, 2007). Not only will 
children who lack education end up with a disadvantage difficult to compensate for 
later in life, education also promotes “reflection, understanding, information, and 
awareness of one’s capabilities” (Terzi, 2007: 31). Particularly the education of 
women has been emphasized as crucial to broaden women’s freedom to exercise 
agency (Terzi, 2007). Thus, “the capability to be educated can be considered basic 
both in the sense of being essential to well-being-thus avoiding harm-and related to 
the previous reason, as it is foundational to the expansion of other, more complex, 
capabilities” (ibid: 33).  
Education can play several roles; these can either be personal or collective and 
economic or non-economic. On a personal economic scale it “is crucial with respect 
to people’s standard of living, and their ability to protect themselves and their 
families from poverty and destitution” (Robeyns, 2006:71). In a collective view an 
educated population can contribute positively to economic growth (ibid).  In a non-
economic sense education contributes to the individual by opening its mind and 
increase consciousness (Robeyns, 2006). At a collective level this makes society more 
tolerant, informed and critical. The capability approach values all of these roles, as 
opposed to others such as respectively the human capital model and rights-based 
model (ibid). 
Particularly women’s education has been recognized as being one of the most 
important factors in development. Not only does it strengthen women’s agency and 
make it more informed and skilled, it also contributes to the well-being of society as a 
whole (Sen, 1999). Nevertheless “the extensive reach of women’s agency is one of the 
more neglected areas of development studies, and most urgently in need of correction 
(…) this is indeed a crucial aspect of “development as freedom”.” (Sen, 1999:203) 
                                                
9As an example: A study in South Africa demonstrated how attending school can destroy future 
capabilities in a setting in which a high proportion of girls are sexually assaulted and infected with HIV 
(Flores-Crespo, 2007).  
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4.3 Women’s fear of sexual assault on campus 
From the literature review, it can be understood that the fear of sexual assault has a 
greater influence on the individual than does the actual risk. The fear of sexual assault 
thus has various negative effects on the individual, such as loss in opportunities and 
diminished freedom (Day, 1994).  
Kirsten Day (1994) has created a model for conceptualizing women’s fear of sexual 
assault on campus. In this model she identifies and lists the range of factors and 
concepts to guide an understanding of the causes behind it. She identifies five 
overarching factors: Societal factors; Individual factors; Campus factors (macro-
scale); Campus factors (micro-scale); and Time. Societal factors include popular 
myths, institutions, laws and the media. Individual factors encompass background, 
personality and experience. Campus factors encompass social, organizational and 
physical factors on the macro-scale, and social and physical features on the micro-
scale (Day, 1994). Individual fear can thus depend on several individual and social 
factors and be linked to factors ranging from education and class to contextual crime 
and the way the system is known to treat victims of sexual assault (Day, 1994). 
Generally those with lower means of combating assault, experience higher fear of 
becoming victims (ibid). 
Day explains how cultural systems of gender norms works effectively to restrict and 
moderate women’s behavior and activities. Even in modern societies that have moved 
away from traditional gender norms, the fear of sexual assault, and norms surrounding 
it, reproduce these unwritten social rules (Day, 1994). An example of this is the belief 
that women’s use of public space is immoral. Even though a society can appear to 
support women’s high participation in the public sphere, it can simultaneously rely on 
women themselves to assure that it will not be enacted. In a university context this 
means that women’s activities and behaviors are curtailed. Directly it can affect the 
times and places at which female students “sit, walk, study, park, take classes, work, 
participate in activities, and socialize, and how they behave, interact, and carry 
themselves doing these things”(Day, 1994:747). In essence this does not only 
diminish women’s freedom in activities; it reduces the quality of women’s lives 
(ibid). 
Rachel Jeanette Zozula Jensen       21.12.2015 
 15 
5 methodology 
5.1 Philosophy of Social Science: Critical Theory 
This study takes upon a Critical Theory philosophy of social science. Critical Theory 
is traditionally associated with the Frankfurt School and its critique of modernity and 
capitalism (May, 2004). Despite the misleading name it is a method rather than a 
theory, which considers social facts to be contextually situated within history and thus 
see its potential of changing (Delanty & Strydom, 2003). A critical social science “is 
a self-aware and reflective practice, which shunning all polarities and dualisms, 
acknowledges that it forms an inherent part of the development of society and hence 
that the object of study is affected by the social scientist’s theory which helps to shape 
it into a meaningful human necessity” (Delanty & Strydom, 2003: 211). In this sense, 
critical research is destined to inform political action (May, 2004). It thus seeks to 
understand the lived experience of people in context in order to reveal contradictions 
between claim and context.  
In this project critical theory is employed to contrast the claim of gender equity at 
UNAM against the lived experience of gendered constraints by female students. 
Through this method the objective is to understand whether gender factors, in this 
case women’s fear of crime, pose an obstacle for women to freely access higher 
education on a pair with male students.  
5.2 Feminist research 
This study takes a feminist stand, as the research seeks to reveal gendered inequalities 
experienced by female students. The general aim of feminist research is to further an 
understanding of the nature of gender inequalities (Maynard, 2004). It used to be 
guided by a strict methodological design and associated with only qualitative 
research, this is however no longer the case (ibid).  
Feminism informs critical research by analyzing “…the way in which social, political 
and economic norms, practices and structures create injustices that are experienced 
differently or uniquely by certain groups of women” (Ackerly & True, 2010: 1), and 
by using these critical reflections to create change (Ibid: 2, Tickner, 2005:4). What 
makes a research project feminist is a combination of the research question asked, the 
theoretical assumptions and approach to research, rather than the use of a specific 
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method (Ackerly & True, 2010: 7). In accordance with this reasoning, this study 
draws on qualitative methods in the form of semi-structured interviews. This 
facilitates an understanding of structures or practices that may seem like normal or 
routine to the population of interest (Tickner, 2005: 7). This could e.g. be the way 
female students move around campus in order to feel safe, and then engage with these 
findings in a way that facilitates an understanding of some of the obstacles for gender 
equity in education, as an important aspect of feminist methodology relates to 
informing about but also changing the factors that uphold gender inequality (Tickner, 
2005: 7-8). Using feminist methodology also entails being highly reflective 
throughout one’s work. It is thus crucial to reflect upon the researchers role in the 
research process, the findings and the power structures engaged in, by entering the 
field, as a white Western woman (Ackerly & True, 2010:2). 
5.3 Use of theory 
Theories on the fear of crime among women lay the foundation for this study. These 
theories demonstrate how fear of crime affects women and influences their lives 
disproportionally to men. In this study fear of crime is understood through the shadow 
of sexual assault hypothesis, which assumes that women’s fear of suffering crime is 
always superior of those to men, as the fear of suffering sexual assault casts a 
‘shadow of fear’ unto their lives (Ferraro, 1996). This study does however not seek to 
test the hypothesis nor comment on its validity among female students at UNAM. 
Rather it employs the shadow of sexual assault hypothesis, in order to analyze the 
ways in which women’s capability to participate in education at UNAM is affected. 
“The capability approach is a framework of thought, a normative tool, but it is not a 
fully specified theory” (Robeyns, 2003:64). This is linked to the fact that Amartya Sen 
refrains from drawing up a list of fixed capabilities essential to human well-being. 
The capability approach nevertheless provides a way of assessing well-being, 
development and education. These are adopted in this project. In order to facilitate the 
analysis, theories framing the capability approach to gender issues are furthermore 
employed. Robeyns (2003) is one of those who advocate complete listings and 
suggests an ideal list of capabilities for analyzing gender inequalities. This list 
includes fourteen capabilities, including the capabilities to; Life and physical health; 
Mental well-being; Bodily integrity and safety; Social relations; Political 
empowerment; Education and knowledge; Domestic work and nonmarket care; Paid 
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work and other projects; Shelter and environment; Mobility; Leisure activities; Time-
autonomy; Respect; and Religion (Robeyns, 2003:71-2). This list is referred to in the 
study for understanding gender inequalities.  
5.4 Empirical Data 
The data collected for this study consists of mainly primary data, that is, data 
collected by the researcher (Blaikie, 2010), more specifically in the form of semi-
structured interviews. Secondary sources, statistical information and historical 
accounts, are additionally used to enhance contextual knowledge. 
5.4.1 Qualitative Data 
This study seeks to evaluate gender equity in education beyond basic measures. Most 
educational research starts with quantitative basis, as research has more power when 
expressed in quantitative terms (Vaughan, 2007). Nevertheless quantitative methods 
fall short in explaining individual interpretation and motivation. It was therefore 
decided to carry out qualitative interviews in order to understand the lived experience 
of female students.  
5.4.2 Population 
Interviews were conducted with the population of interest: female students at CU. In 
order to assure variation among interviewee personality, as this could influence 
outcomes, female students from a wide range of faculties and careers were chosen. 
Interviews were conducted in the context of their natural social environment at 
university campus. Random girls were approached on field trips to different parts of 
CU, at different times and days of the week. This assured a variance in age, career, 
schedule and range of mobility within campus. A total of 15 interviews were 
conducted with 16 participants10. All participants were female and ranged in age 
between 18 and 31 years. These were all students of 13 different careers at 8 different 
faculties11 in CU. 
                                                
10 One interview was conducted with to interviewees simultaneously. See Appendix 3: Interview 6 
11 For a complete list of interviewees, see Appendix 2. 
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5.4.3 Semi-structured interviews 
The interviews that were conducted were semi-structured in order to allow for 
flexibility regarding how and what questions were asked (Mason, 2004). Semi-
structured interviews resemble an informal conversation, which opens up for an 
interactional exchange of dialogue (ibid). In this sense the interviewer has an active 
and reflective role in the construction of knowledge. This structure did not only entail 
that every single interview turned out differently in regards to the aspects that are 
touched upon, it also meant that the interviews vary in length and depth depending on 
the interviewees openness, personality and degree of reflection. Interviews were 
however guided by a flexible interview guide defining a range of themes and general 
questions, but giving room for new questions or formulations to emerge. The 
interviews range between 16:19 and 20:33 minutes and were conducted along the 
lines of the following scheme: 
• Educational 
choices  
• Behavior 
• Factors behind 
decision-making 
• Conception of 
security at campus 
• Conception of 
agency 
• Fear of crime 
• Valued freedoms 
• Conception of 
gender differences 
5.4.4 Qualitative data coding 
Shortly after the realization of interviews, these were transcribed as a preparation for 
the data analysis. This served as a method for the researcher to relive interviews and 
get further familiarized with all of the data (Lockyer, 2004). The process following 
transcription is coding. Codes are a type of labels by which data is broken down and 
linked to the research question, literature and theory (Bryman, 2012). In this process 
the researcher interacts with the data, which is treated as indicators of subjects and 
themes. In this study, open coding was employed to break down and conceptualize 
data, as well as making links and locate patterns between parts of the data (ibid)12.  
5.5 Methodological reflections 
At the beginning phases of research, it was mainly deductive as there was a clear set 
of assumptions about the situation for female students at CU, based on theoretical 
                                                
12 These codes are attached in Appendix 4 
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material, literature on the field and the researchers own experiences from the UNAM 
campus. In this sense, there has been a clear hypothesis about some influence from 
the fear of crime on female students access to education. Nevertheless this study has 
not taken upon the task to test neither this nor any other hypothesis. Rather it has 
taken upon this hypothesis to carry out a qualitative analysis about the how fear of 
crime affects women’s education.  
It can be claimed that most research employ elements of both the inductive and 
deductive method; which was the case for this study. During the fieldwork the study 
changed to employ elements of abduction, which is a research strategy founded on the 
belief that accounts of the social world must be derived from social actors’ accounts 
(Blaikie, 2004). It thus takes its starting point in social actors and the ways in which 
they attribute meaning to their lives. By analyzing their subjective construction of 
reality, the goal is to redescribe motives and meanings into social scientific 
explanations (Blaikie, 2010). It is “used to construct descriptions and explanations 
that are grounded in the everyday activities of, as well as in the language and 
meanings used by, social actors” (Blaikie, 2004). It is constituted by two stages; the 
first of which describes activities and meaning, and the second of which derives 
categories and concepts to explain these. It is thus a strategy through which everyday 
beliefs and practices, that have become naturalized in daily lives, are analyzed and 
deconstructed (ibid). 
5.6 Limitations 
Several limitations to this study can be discussed. To begin with, interviews were 
conducted in Spanish, which is not the researchers mother tongue. Even though this 
implies certain linguistic nuances to be lost or misinterpreted, this decision was made 
in order to maximize the interviewees’ capability of expressing themselves as well as 
making them feel comfortable while doing this. Furthermore many Mexicans do not 
speak English, and most of those who do stem from a resourceful social background. 
Conducting interviews in English would thus exclude a large amount of possible 
interviewees. This could also create a different power relationship between the 
researcher and interviewee as the environment could feel less familiar and natural to 
the interviewee. The quotes in this study are also the researchers own translations. 
For practical reasons the researcher did not transcribe about half of the interviews 
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personally. In order to prevent the loss of information or valuable interpretation, all 
interviews that were not transcribed by the researcher herself were posteriorly 
checked through and compared to the interview records.  
At the early phase of the study, the researcher engaged with a group of researchers 
working on a project to elaborate a ‘safe UNAM’ (PUEC, 2014). Several of these 
researchers were personal acquaintances of the researcher and provided her with 
valuable information, which informed the early process of this study. One of the 
activities engaged in was a weekly morning walk on campus with the objective of 
observing urban planning and engaging in an analytical discussion about security 
issues on campus. Furthermore the researcher is herself a former exchange student at 
UNAM, which implies that she has several personal experiences and conceptions 
informing the research. Nevertheless all of these situations have not been engaged in 
with a researchers perspective and field notes have for the same reason not been 
made.    
As can generally be the issue with feminist research, an enhanced focus on gender 
differences can tend to obscure other social differences between e.g. generations and 
classes. During fieldwork at CU it generally seemed that the elder interviewees were 
more afraid and were also more reflective about the way fear influences their lives, as 
well as gender norms etc. A possible future study could account for differences in fear 
across girls of different social backgrounds. For this purpose differences across 
universities could also be included. It could furthermore have been interesting to 
conduct fieldwork at other UNAM campuses in Mexico City. These were however 
not included in this particular study in regards for practical and security concerns. 
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6 Analysis 
6.1 Standards of Security  
When asked about their impression of security at the beginning of the interviews, 
most girls (10 out of 15) would answer that they consider university safe. As the 
interview would precede the girls however revealed several situations under which 
they feel unsafe on university campus, as well as regular precautions and 
considerations linked to these feelings. To begin with it came off as a slightly 
contradictory description of their experience of security. Nevertheless, this can be 
explained by considering the point of reference regarding security for the girls. For 
most of these girls security will mean something different than to e.g. a northern 
European woman.  The same applies for the notion of insecurity, which in a Mexican 
context will basically mean that you might be kidnapped or murdered, whereas in 
other settings this could just mean there is a danger to be robbed.  
One of the interviewees (Interview 14) for example mentioned that she and the 
university volleyball team had not been able to go to the Mexican state Michoacán, as 
it had been considered to dangerous. Michoacán has turned into one of the most 
dangerous cities in Mexico within the last couple of years, which has been scene for 
several confrontations between police forces and drug cartels (Maldonado Aranda, 
2014).  As a response to the increased violence the state has seen an upsurge in auto-
defense groups creating a state of civil conflict and instability.   
Furthermore several (See Annex 4) of the girls live in the neighbor-state Estado de 
México13, which is known to be one of the most dangerous places in the world to be 
female (Lakhani, 2015). Unfortunately a separate analysis of personal factors 
influencing the fear of crime or impression of crime is beyond the scope of this 
study14. For example one of the girls stated: “Well, I live in ‘Estado de México’, so 
this is super peaceful for me” (A; Interview 1). Generally lower social status has been 
associated with higher levels of fear (Day, 1994).  
This was also the case for interview 2 in which a communications student mentioned 
several times that she felt like university campus was a safe haven compared to other 
                                                
13 See Section 2: Context 
14 See Section 5.6: Limitations 
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parts of the city. “Within CU you could say that I respire in some sense, because I 
don’t have to look after myself as much” at another point she mentions that she “even 
feel[s] safer to wear a dress, a skirt and so” (J; Interview 2). When asked about how 
she would feel to come at night she said: “Even if we go in a group of just girls it is 
scary.” (…) “I would only go alone in case of a super emergency. But no, I would not 
dare to go by myself [laughter] (ibid)”. The fact that this girl, who had just claimed 
that university campus was a safe haven for her, laughs at just considering going to 
campus at night alone, further confirms the interpretation that her notion of security is 
highly context specific. This is embodied in the idea of the normal. When a math-
student was asked about her impression of fear at university she answered that her 
fear of suffering violence or assault is “well, the normal” (M, interview 10). Shortly 
before she had stated that she would not go to university at night, and refrain from 
attending social events for security concerns. Again it can be suggested that the 
normal referred to, is highly context dependent, and that it is generally considered 
normal for Mexican women not to walk alone on streets at night.  
Despite the fact that most women claimed to feel very safe at university campus, none 
of the girls would go at night without taking precautions, such as being accompanied 
(Interviews 2, 3, 6, 9, 11, and 15), avoid certain areas or routes (Interviews 1, 4, 5, 6, 
9, 11, 12, 13, 14, and 15) or carrying objects of self-defense (Interview 5). One 
student explains: “As a society we are used to mind certain ways of behavior. (…) 
[CU] is very safe because, at least I don’t have to worry much about showing my legs 
wearing a skirt etc. (…) I feel safe, whereas in the street, where the men are etc., then 
the situation changes. But here everybody is young…” (J; Interview 2). 
Another interesting finding was that several of the girls identified the danger at 
university being caused by people from the outside (people with no attachment to 
university) being able to enter (Interviews 6, 7, 8, 10, 11, 14, 15).  
“Sometimes at the islands15 many people gather to smoke, for example to smoke 
marihuana; but (…) it isn’t itself the fact that they are smoking marihuana, generally 
you just notice that these people don’t have a student profile; so… this general 
                                                
15“The islands” (las islas) refers to a green area within CU, located in the middle of the Faculties of 
Philosophy, Law, Engineering, Architecture and Humanities Tower.   
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climate of acceptance at campus, that everybody can enter, means that security isn’t 
always ideal” (B; Interview 6). 
Studies about fear of crime among students show that female students tend to fear 
suffering sexual abuse by people that they do not know (Fisher & May, 2009). 
Nevertheless the most common abuses are suffered by people close to or known by 
the victim, such as fellow students or teachers. It has been claimed that 90% of rapes 
on campus occur between two students who know each other (Day, 1994).  Several 
interviewees expressed this view, e.g.: “Some people, who aren’t from there, go to 
assault girls (…) because there are many girls there; and many people so maybe they 
just go unnoticed” (A; Interview 15). Nevertheless in the case of UNAM, it is not 
possible to say whether most crimes and assaults are accounted for by people external 
to or attached to UNAM, as there is no public statistical information on the subject.  
The factors that constitute and fortify female students’ fear of sexual assault have 
known to vary and be both related to the social, the personal, university, and time 
dimensions (Day, 1994). Judging from the interviews there was no doubt that one of 
the strongest factors influencing the degree of fear and constrained behavior was the 
temporal dimension, as none of the girls claimed to feel safe on campus during 
nighttime. Another present factor were the stories the girls had heard from friends or 
classmates, which only two interviewees did not mention (Interview 4 and 7). As 
noted by a philosophy student: “In the cultural center (…) a friend was sexually 
harassed from a car, some guy showed her his penis… So yes, I think at the cultural 
center it feels a bit more…[unsafe]” (F; Interview 6). This element was especially 
noted in regards to the trust in authorities. She continues to explain: “You have your 
doubts because there are several cases in which there have been security problems, 
above all in regards to roads, and the labor union as responsible does not respond to 
victims, nor carry out (…) any process, no action to repair the damage or just 
determining the responsible… So there you are left thinking: what can I expect” 
(ibid). 
It is often seen that victims of sexual assault are blamed for their victimization (Day, 
1994). Thus official institutions’ attitudes towards victims are one of the societal 
factors influencing women’s fear of sexual assault the most (ibid). This is touched 
upon by several of the interviewees. One of the interviewees mentions a “case widely 
discussed from the faculty of natural sciences, in which a girl was violated by a 
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student; so the authorities stepped in, but it seemed (…) they were all defending the 
boy, these same authorities. So I don’t know whether it was the responsible instance, 
(…) which supposedly tried to listen to both parties etc., but generally the teachers, 
the boy, the people close to them, authorities…” (B; Interview 6). Another student 
suggests that the security personnel at university are themselves responsible or linked 
to university crime. She affirms that “the selfsame policemen within UNAM, often 
they foment insecurity because… they know the criminals, or you ask them for help 
and they don’t” (A; Interview 15). She goes on to telling several anecdotes to prove 
her claim: “A friend, a long time ago she was in CU, she doesn’t study there 
anymore… But she had her adventures, so once she went to play around with a guy in 
the bushes/ she was drunk. When the security guards came, instead of helping her, she 
said they started feeling her up. (…) She was with the guy but they saw them, they 
bribed them and they stole their things (ibid). 
In essence most of the female students claimed to feel very safe at university campus; 
at least when compared to other parts of the city or their respective neighborhoods. 
Nevertheless all of them felt it was dangerous during nighttime and took regular 
precautions in their daily lives, some as a permanent safeguard others mainly after 
dark. It was mainly seen that the most prominent factors influencing this fear was 
time of the day, presence of non-students, hearing stories and trust in security 
authorities.  
6.2 Gendered constraints on education 
Additionally to just assuring equal access, Robeyns (2006) emphasizes the importance 
of assessing factors constraining certain groups or individuals of education. Among 
these are violence towards girls, as well as socio-cultural norms and beliefs (Robeyns, 
2006). An examination of social constraints and influences on choice is central to a 
feminist capability perspective, (…)[as] for many valuable capabilities, the 
constraints for women are larger” (Vaughan, 2007:122). Day (1994) explains 
women’s restricted access to public space as a prolongation of the conservative 
separation of the sexes, which is still present in current gender norms.  According to 
this thesis, women who violate these gender norms “take their fate into their own 
hands, so to speak” (Day, 1994:746). Several of the interviewees made references to 
this type of gender norms. As noted by a philosophy student: “something very notable 
is clothing; that many times there is a more strict dress-code for women, not 
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necessarily in regulations but implicitly” (F; Interview 6). Another interviewee 
affirms this: “Clothing is conditioned according to where you are going, always. At 
least in DF, I don’t know how you feel as a girl [laughter]” (A; Interview 15). Also a 
sociology student comments on this: “Here, [at CU] that type of conduct, such as 
being accompanied, has always been promoted”(A; Interview 1). 
Day (1994) explains how the norms regarding appropriate behavior in order to 
prevent or avoid sexual harassment work as a new manifestation of traditional gender 
norms. In this sense the “fear of sexual assault functions as a covert form of social 
control” (Day, 1994:745), by assuring that women dress and behave in a certain 
manner. One student explained: [I had] a friend who was very good looking, but one 
of the guys from security was harassing her, (…) and all they do is move them [to a 
different place on campus]. Yes he was harassing her, he would tell her very gross 
things. (…) She used to dress very well, usually with short skirts and they [men] 
would whistle at her” (A; Interview 15). In this sense not abiding to norms dictating 
the appropriate way to dress for a women in order to avoid sexual harassment, can 
work as a justification for these types of acts or even assigning responsibility for these 
acts to the woman being harassed.  
During the interviews, the girls were asked whether they perceived a majority of boys 
or girls in their classes. This question was asked in order to recognize a possible 
pattern of female presence at different times of the day. This was based by 
information given during a group discussion16 at which it was stated that the female 
presence at CU gradually decreases throughout the day and basically vanishes at 
night. As university does not have any statistical information to test this hypothesis, it 
was considered the interviews might enlighten this doubt. Nevertheless no pattern 
could be disseminated from the interviewees’ responses.  
Even though it was not possible to determine the degree to which female students 
refrain from taking classes at night compared to male students, several interviewees 
responded that they would decide not to participate in a class or event if it were late at 
night, in an unsafe area or they had nobody to accompany them (interview 2, 5, 6, 9, 
11, 12, 13, and 15). The fact that these girls will refrain from attending certain 
activities decreases their agency and the scope of their capability. They might have 
                                                
16 See Section 5.6: Limitations 
Rachel Jeanette Zozula Jensen       21.12.2015 
 26 
fewer classes to choose between if they can only choose those that are offered from 
9am to 5pm for example rather than those offered from 7am to say 10pm. It is 
certainly problematic if a specialization or academic direction is chosen based on 
practical and security concerns rather than academic interest for example. This might 
decrease the women’s well-being later in life.  
It also has social implication, a postgraduate law student explained how she felt 
security at university had changed to the worse since she had finished her 
undergraduate degree: “If I would want to visit some other area or for some motive 
had to go, I wouldn’t. (…) Now, you just go there to do what you came to do, which is 
to take classes. You can’t have that diversity of going to other faculties anymore, and 
meeting people, like you would like to” (S; Interview 5). 
A student of French literature was one of the interviewees who seemed to have been 
mostly involved in student led movements and who had experienced several 
incidents. She told how she had decided to stop participating in political movements 
after one of her friends got murdered. “I was in the literacy training group (…) and 
some would help when things such as for example ‘Ayotzinapa’17 happened. They 
world organize debates, make calls and press releases… They did those things… It 
had become a way of living. (…) His name was Carlos and… he had already received 
death threats… He was a well-known activist so I don’t know whether it was 
exemplary or… He took a few shots close to his house, supposedly it was a ‘crime of 
passion’ but he didn’t have a girlfriend, he didn’t have a partner… But he had 
already received death threats, well because of that… But you know – it was never 
investigated” (A; Interview 15). 
In this sense several social factors can be seen to restrict women’s educational choices 
and agency. These tend to be linked to socially accepted gender norms dictating 
appropriate behavior in order to avoid suffering sexual assault or harassment. 
Furthermore female students have been seen to choose the (non/) participation in 
social, academic, cultural and political events based on security aspects. As these 
choices become naturalized, they are made invisible for those facing constraints. 
                                                
17 ‘Ayoztinapa’ is an internationally renowned case of 43 students going missing on their way to a 
demonstration in the state Guerrero after having been arrested by local police. Details remain unclear 
but in Mexico this case have become exemplary of the high incidence of forced disappearances across 
the country (Amnesty International, 2015c).  
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6.3 Measuring gender equity at UNAM 
As discussed in the Literature Review (Section 3) there are several ways to 
conceptualize gender equity in education. Extensive research has been made on the 
way in which gender violence is reproduced in Mexican universities (Castro & 
Vázquez, 2008; Zamudio Sánchez & Ayala Carrillo, 2011; Villaseñor, 2015). Even 
though that is a very important question, in particularly in regards to assessing 
whether a specific education works as enhancing or constraining women’s future 
capabilities. One can distinguish between the capability to participate in education 
and the capabilities gained through education (Vaughan, 2007). The focus of this 
study is on the capability to take part in education, rather than the capabilities gained 
through education.  
In regards to female students’ capability to participate in education at UNAM, it can 
be regarded that their freedom of both well-being and agency is constrained (See 
table, Section 4.1). The agency freedom is constrained as it increases their ability to 
choose e.g. studying a particular subject due to security restrictions. This can directly 
affect the student’s agency achievement in a case where a student would decide not to 
attend a course if it would only be offered as a late-night course at UNAM. The same 
is the case in regards to completing schoolwork or the level of achievement. An 
actuary student accounts: “when I know that I’ll have to take public transport home, I 
prefer not carrying my laptop etc. (…) for example when I have to not bring things 
such as my tablet or computer, sometimes it complicates things for me because (…) I 
stay until late and I prefer to be working on assignments, homework etc. instead of 
ending up with just waste time. But there are times at which I cannot bring it for 
security reasons. Then it affects me, because I get behind…” (V; Interview 14).  
The same is the case for female students’ well-being freedom, which is restricted as 
they lose the ability to choose to attend or participate in academic events or 
conferences due to security concerns. This, again, might affect their well-being 
achievement if they decide, for security reasons, not to attend an event necessary or 
useful for enhancing their academic comprehension. When a student of Earth Science 
was asked about which freedoms she defined as particularly valuable she answered: 
“that I could circulate at any time of the day in CU… without any risk. Exactly that; 
that I could have the liberty of attending the classes or activities that I want to, at the 
time that I want to, without having to think that it might be risky” (E; Interview 11). 
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When asked her whether she felt that she had those freedoms she answered: “No, not 
all of them, especially not in regards to time” (ibid). 
Sen particularly refrains from providing a complete list of capabilities, as he 
advocates the creation of such a list through a democratic deliberation (Sen, 1992). In 
order to approach an understanding of valued freedoms for female students at CU, the 
issue was discussed with the interviewees. An administration student noted: “For me 
it is important that when I finish late, which is around 10, or a bit later, to have the 
security to be able to listen to music and not be worrying whether somebody is 
following me etc. It also bothers me that sometimes people, well independently of 
their profession or job, whistle or say things. To be honest I try not to bother, I never 
bother, so that doesn’t make me feel less safe. But having to check all the time at 
10pm whether somebody is following me, that does… ” (F, Interview 9). Bodily 
integrity and freedom from fear has been recognized as a central capability for 
assessing gender inequality (Robeyns, 2003; Walter, 2007). This freedom is also 
referred to as particularly important for several of the interviewees (Interviews 6, 9, 
10, 13).  
These are often linked to the capability to mobility. As noted by a philosophy student: 
“Which ones are important for us? Well the freedom of expression, to be able to 
choose how to present yourself, also before others; the freedom of transit, of course”  
(B; Interview 6). This exemplifies the possible downfalls on evaluating education 
from a rights perspective (Robeyns, 2006). In theory, female students do have the 
right to transit and express themselves on an equal basis as male students. 
Nevertheless, even though authorities have legally assured a right, this does not mean 
that there are no constraints to exercising it (ibid). This is further confirmed by the 
student: “Well we do have the freedom of transit, but who exercises it, I think, with 
more security and ease, well them, men; the same applies in class… Of course all of 
us have the freedom to speak, but I think I’ve noticed some environments in which 
men are more given to exercise that freedom, and to be accepted in general… Or at 
least to not be questioned about what they say, no matter what they say” (B; 
Interview 6). 
In the same sense several interviewees considered there was a significant difference 
for the situation of male students in regards to security (Interviews 1, 6, 9, 10, 11, 13, 
14, and 15). As a sociology-student expressed: “It might sound a bit rough but truly I 
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think the girls from this faculty have gone through quite weird and unsafe situations, 
those could for example be when going to the bathroom. Some class mates have told 
me several times that there have been times at which the bathrooms have been 
haunted by some guys, who sometimes come from outside the faculty and hide and 
film them, take pictures of them, even assault them; there have been cases of rape 
attempts in the bathrooms” (A, Interview 1). Other interviewees also refer to these 
types of situations: “They [male students] don’t have to worry about going alone to 
the bathroom, it’s not like they will be sexually assaulted” (A; Interview 15). 
Nevertheless a considerable amount of the girls did not regard major gender 
differences and claimed that the security issues were as alarming for male students 
(Interviews 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8 and 12). Robeyns (2006) explains how “[g]ender 
inequalities affect men’s and women’s identities, which lead to behaviors, choices and 
judgments that tend to ‘normalize’ gender inequalities (Robeyns, 2006:81). This 
might serve as an explanation for the contrast of some interviewees experiencing a 
strong gender gap whereas others feel very equal to their male schoolmates.  
When “considering whether there is gender equality in the capability to participate in 
education, it would be necessary to scrutinize if there are similar barriers and 
constraints or enabling factors to educational well-being and educational agency for 
boys and girls” (Vaughan, 2007:120). Within the operationalized list of capabilities 
proposed by Robeyns (2003) for assessing gender inequalities, it can be concluded 
that the fear of sexual assault poses a constraint on women in many senses. Apart 
from posing a constraint to women’s capability to bodily integrity and safety, it poses 
a constraint to their mental well-being, as fear of suffering crime is mentally stressful 
(Walker, 2007; Swartz, 2011)). It has furthermore been found to pose a constraint to 
women’s capability to social relations, as several interviewees would mention not 
participating in social events due to the fear of suffering crime. It furthermore 
influences women’s political empowerment, as it makes them reluctant to participate 
in political movements due to the fear of suffering crime. It has furthermore been 
shown to constrain women’s mobility and time autonomy strongly, as these are the 
most obvious and common ways in which female student’s lives are affected.  
6.4 Discussion 
This study adopts a view, which regards the benefits from education as more than just 
economic. In this sense, women and society can benefit from education even in 
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societies where there is no labor market for women (Robeyns, 2006). Education is 
seen as a means of increasing the individual’s freedom to achieve well-being and 
valued functionings. It thus contributes to this by 1) providing the individual with a 
range of skills and, therefore, options, and 2) enhancing the individual’s reasoning 
and autonomous thought, which enlightens choice and preference formation 
(Vaughan, 2007). In this sense, education can “change norms of masculinity and 
femininity in society, and could potentially widen the opportunities of both men and 
women to lead the lives they truly value, rather than follow uncritically some 
(unspoken) scripts that are dominant in their communities” (Robeyns, 2006: 71).   
The capability approach to education considers that even “[g]iven the same amount 
and quality of education, not every child or adult will to the same degree be able to 
use this education” to achieve the beings and doings that she or he values (Robeyns, 
2006:73). “This can be due to either internal or external restrictions, which can be 
social or natural (or a combination of both)” (ibid). Thus when asking how the fear 
of suffering crime affects women’s capability to be educated in Mexico it is in some 
sense assumed that it does in some way affect or restrict the capability of female 
students, vis-à-vis male students, to participate in education at UNAM.  
Even though this study does not seek to test the applicability of the shadow of sexual 
assault hypothesis at UNAM, some general comments can be made. First, most of the 
interviewees named sexual assault as the crime they would fear the most (Interviews 
1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 9, 11, 12, 14, and 15). The other interviewees made reference to very 
violent assaults or robberies. This can be said to be in line with the model of shadow 
of sexual assault in which sexual assault is claimed to be the crime feared the most by 
women, only by exception of the fear of crimes that could lead to murder (Ferraro, 
1996; Fisher & Sloan, 2003). However, almost contrary to studies on the fear of 
sexual assault, it can be discussed whether high crime rates lessened, rather than 
increased, the fear of crime. It is considered that those with fewer means of combating 
it, fear crime the most (Day, 1994). In this sense it is expected that a low social status 
and living in an area with high crime rates be positively connected to the fear of crime 
(ibid). Nevertheless this study suggests quite the opposite, that is, that being used to 
dangerous neighborhoods and taking security precautions, lessened the degree of fear 
(See section 1 for examples). A communications student suggests something similar: 
“I think it depends on each person, feeling safe or not. Because if you are used to 
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moving around in the streets, it is probably easier, but if you are used to move around 
in a car, it might be more difficult” (J; Interview 2). She thus indicates that people 
who are used to move around by car, which is usually somebody from a higher social 
strata, might feel less safe at CU. A discussion worth making is whether this 
contradiction, between the finding in this study and studies in the fear of sexual 
assault, is caused by the fact that high crime rates in this study apply for the whole 
city and not just a few neighborhoods. Most studies on the fear of sexual assault are 
from the United States, where neighborhoods tend to vary significantly in regards to 
crime rates. Even though the same can be said for Mexico City, the whole city is on a 
general basis much more unsafe, and individuals are thus much more used to taking 
general precautions. An interesting study would make on the affects of fear of sexual 
assault in Mexico generally, as this comes of as something that affects women in all 
aspects of their daily lives. This is reflected in the view that most interviewees felt CU 
was safer than other parts of the city. For example when asked about having suffered 
sexual harassment at university, a French-literature student answered: “En UNAM… 
Not me, but outside UNAM yes. Outside UNAM yes, many times. Many times! (A; 
Interview 15). Several interviewees mentioned this point, as they would refrain from 
participating in events or classes late at night at CU, because they feared the way 
home. This is affirmed by a philosophy student: “Many times I’ve wanted to work out 
at CU, but if I put on those yoga leggings I feel very exposed on the road I walk from 
my house (F; Interview 6).  
Walker (2007) has made an attempt to list capabilities indispensably for gender equity 
in education. The ones found to be curtailed in this study are the capabilities to: “1. 
Autonomy, being able to have choices, (…) independence, empowerment (…) 3. 
Social relations, (…) the capability to participate in a group for friendship and for 
learning, (…) social belonging. 4. Respect and recognition, respect for and from 
others; being treated with dignity; not being diminished or devalued because of one’s 
gender; (…) 6. Voice, for participation in learning, for speaking out, not being 
silenced through pedagogy or power relations (…) 7. Bodily integrity and bodily 
health, not to be subjected to any form of harassment at school by peers or teachers, 
generally being safe at school (…) 8. Emotional integrity and emotions, not being 
subject to fear, which diminishes learning (Walker, 2007: 189-90, original emphasis). 
As concluded by two philosophy students, university campus is “safer for men. (…) 
Like the rest of the city” (F; B; Interview 6). 
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7 Conclusion 
This study has not sought to confirm or refuse any hypothesis regarding the 
application of the shadow of sexual assault thesis at UNAM. Instead it assumes 
applicable the hypothesis of the shadow of sexual assault, implicating that female 
students are assumed to have a higher degree of fear of crime than male students. This 
facilitates a capability analysis of the consequences on women’s position and 
capabilities in comparison with those of men.  
The study found that on a general basis, not necessarily only in an educational 
context, the fear of suffering sexual assault “determines a lot of things; starting with 
the fact that you wake up in the morning and get dressed in terms of wanting, or not, 
to be harassed” (A; Interview 15). Even though the fear might be ubiquitous in 
Mexican women’s lives, in particularly an educational context it influences female 
students in a number of ways. Starting with the way women dress and carry 
themselves, it influences their degree of socialization and political participation, as 
well as the educational choices that these women make. Most importantly it 
influences their agency and the well-being deriving from this. It works as a 
disadvantage for female students in comparison to their male schoolmates in regards 
to their freedoms and possible functionings. Hence, it works as a gendered constraint 
to participate in education on an equal base to men. This does not merely influence 
women in regards to accessing some universal right to be educated. It transcends into 
their future lives, as a constrained access to participate in education entails a 
constrained access to the capabilities gained through education. This does not only 
determine their future well-being and quality of life, it determines their capability of 
reasoning, choosing and persisting throughout their lives. 
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